This study examined the rate at which applicants to Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) were denied services because their disabilities were "too severe." It found that, from 2002 to 2012, 1.7% of all VR applicants throughout the United States were denied services because of the nature of their impairments. In addition, over this period, the number of VR applicants who were denied gradually declined. However, individuals who had cognitive impairments made up a larger proportion of the denied group over time while individuals who had physical disabilities made up a smaller proportion. Finally, although rates varied widely among states, most states (i.e., 34) were decreasing the use of "too disabled" as a means of denying services.
Throughout the ages, people with disabilities have been limited not by their own abilities but by the perceptions society had of them (Baynton, 2011; Braddock & Parish, 2001; Trent, 1993; Tyor & Bell, 1984) . Indeed, even as recently as the 1960s, the prevailing thought among policymakers and educators was that many people with disabilities were "too disabled" to learn vocational skills (Carey, 2010) . That is, they had impairments of such magnitude they simply could not benefit from vocational rehabilitation (VR) services. They were literally seen as being beyond help.
In the 1970s, this perception slowly began to change. Through the efforts of researchers, such as Marc Gold, Tom Bellamy, Rob Horner, Paul Wehman, Lou Brown, Frank Rusch, and many others, it became evident that even individuals with the most significant disabilities were capable of learning vocational skills. For example, Gold (1976) taught adults with profound intellectual disabilities and sensory impairments how to assemble bicycles. O'Neill and Bellamy (1978) taught a woman with profound intellectual disability how to assemble chain saw parts. Cuvo, Leaf, and Borakove (1978) taught students with intellectual disability janitorial skills. And so forth.
Because of these repeated demonstrations that individuals with even the most severe disabilities could learn vocational skills, vocational training programs began to emerge throughout the United States. By the mid-1980s, "supported employment" was officially defined in the Developmental Disabilities Act of 1984 (Rusch & Hughes, 1990) . By the beginning of the new millennia, tens of thousands of individuals with disabilities were experiencing the joys and challenges of working within their communities (Rusch & Braddock, 2004; Siperstein, Parker, & Drascher, 2013) . For instance, Butterworth, Hall, Smith, Migliore, and Winsor (2013) found that the number of individuals with disabilities served by State agencies in integrated employment rose by 239.8% from 1988 to 2010 (i.e., 33,534 to 113,937) . Similar figures were found by Braddock, Hemp, and Rizzolo (2008) .
However, have things really changed? Do policymakers and service providers actually accept the notion that even individuals with severe disabilities can work within their communities? Or are we still standing at the crossroads where so many pioneers in the field stood 40 years ago?
This exploratory study investigated this issue by examining the rates at which applicants were determined by VR counselors to be "too disabled" to benefit from services. Specifically, this study attempted to explore three broad sets of questions. First, do VR counselors still deny services because of the severity of the applicant's disability? And if so, how common is this practice? Is it widespread throughout the United States? Or is considering people too disabled to work more localized to specific geographic regions?
Second, if people are still being seen as "too disabled" to work, what characteristics do they tend to share? For example, are individuals with cognitive impairments more likely to be denied services than individuals with physical disabilities or sensory impairments? Are individuals in certain states more likely to be denied services than other states? Does source of referral matter?
Finally, are policies changing over time? That is, are fewer people being denied services throughout the United States from 2002 to 2012? Are more people being denied services? Is who is being denied changing?
Such explorations have yet to be conducted in the literature. Nonetheless, only by understanding the current state of vocational services, and who is being denied them, can we truly move forward and begin assisting all individuals who wish to become employed.
Method

Source of Data
The source of the data utilized for this study was Rehabilitation Services Administration's (RSA) "911" database. This database contains detailed information on every person who applies for services from vocational rehabilitation throughout the United States and its territories. Data collected included, but was not limited to, the applicant's demographics (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity, primary, and secondary disabilities), services received (e.g., occupational training, job placement, on-the-job training), and the vocational outcomes, if any, they achieved (e.g., hours worked, wages earned, type of employment obtained). The data analyzed for this study were from 2002 to 2012.
Participants
From 2002 to 2012, nearly 6.8 million people applied for services through VR in the United States and its territories. When each applicant's case was closed, a reason for closure was indicated in RSA's 911 database. There are 15 potential reasons for closure, including the following: An employment outcome had been achieved (i.e., the individual obtained a job within the community), the VR counselor was unable to locate or contact the applicant, the applicant refused services, and the applicant died. Over the 11 years examined, 117,799 people had their cases closed because they were considered "too disabled"; that is, the VR counselor believed the individual's disabilities were of such a magnitude that it was unlikely the applicant would benefit from VR services. These individuals comprise the participants of the present study.
Variables
Disability. RSA recorded data on an applicant's primary and, if present, secondary disabilities. Both primary and secondary disabilities were assigned 1 of 19 impairment codes (e.g., blindness, respiratory impairments, cognitive impairments). These 19 impairments were grouped by VR into three categories: (a) "sensory/communicative impairments" (e.g., deafness, deaf-blindness, communicative impairments), (b) "physical disabilities" (e.g., mobility impairments, neurological impairments, orthopedic impairments), and (c) "mental impairments" (e.g., cognitive impairments, psychosocial impairments, behavioral impairments). Individuals who had both primary and secondary conditions were said here to have multiple disabilities.
Source of referral. There were nine options to identify how each applicant was referred to vocational rehabilitation for services. These options included an educational institution (e.g., high school), physician or medical personnel, Social Security Administration (SSA), a community rehabilitation program, and self-referral.
Level of education. The individual's level of education was recorded at application. Possibilities included, but were not limited to, no formal schooling, elementary education, secondary education without a diploma, and high school graduate.
Employment status.
When an individual applied for services, VR counselors also recorded the applicant's current employment status. Among other options, an applicant could be employed in the community without supports, employed in a facility-based program (e.g., sheltered workshop), self-employed, or unemployed.
Results
Question 1:
At what rate are VR applicants currently being considered "too disabled"?
As can be seen in Table 1 , 6.7 million people applied for services from VR throughout the United States and its territories from 2002 to 2012. Of these, 117,799 (i.e., 1.7%) had their cases closed because their disabilities were too severe to benefit from services. In 2012, 579,312 people applied for services with 8,904 (1.5%) being denied because of the extent of their disabilities.
Question 2:
What characteristic do people who are "too disabled" have?
Throughout the years examined, applicants who were denied VR services because they were too disabled tended to have either physical disabilities (40.9%) or cognitive disabilities (50.6%). Few had sensory or communication impairments (8.5%). Moreover, the majority (57.2%) had multiple conditions. They also tended to be high school graduates (36.9%) or had at least some post-secondary education (30.9%) as well as to be referred to VR by themselves (31.4%) rather than by educational institutions (10.3%) or medical personnel (12.2%; see Table 2 ).
Question 3:
Have practices changed over time?
As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2 , several noteworthy changes occurred from 2002 to 2012. First and foremost, the number of applicants who were considered too disabled decreased steadily from 12,378 in 2002 to 8,904 in 2012. However, the number of total applicants also decreased from 643,410 to 579,312 over the same period. Even so, the percentage of applicants who were denied services because of their disabilities also declined slowly, but steadily from 1.9% in 2002 to 1.5% in 2012. 
Table 2. (continued)
Although the total number of people who were denied services declined, the proportion of these individuals who had cognitive disabilities increased nearly every year, while the reverse was true for individuals with physical disabilities. Furthermore, the proportion of individuals who were referred by secondary schools nearly doubled from 2002 (6.6% of the denied group) to 2012 (11.3%).
Finally, the percentage of applicants who were denied services varied considerably from state to state. Ohio was the most likely to consider people too disabled (4.3% of all referrals), whereas Maine and Nebraska were the least likely (0.1% of all referrals). In addition, most states (i.e., 34) had decreased their use of too disabled policies, while 13 had increased this practice (see Table 3 ).
Discussion
This study examined the rates at which applicants to VR were deemed "too disabled to benefit from services." It sought to determine whether people were still being considered "too disabled" 40 years after so many ground-breaking studies found even individuals with the most severe disabilities can learn vocational skills (cf. Brown, Bellamy, Perlmutter, Sackowitz, & Sontag, 1972; Brown & Pearce, 1970; Gold, 1972; Katz, Goldberg, & Shurka, 1977) . It also attempted to determine whether individuals from certain states or with certain disabilities were more likely to be denied services. To this end, the data presented here suggest many notable findings.
The first of these is that, over the 11 years examined (2002 to 2012), 1.7% of the applicants were seen as being unable to benefit from services. However, the percentage of applicants deemed too disabled has slowly, yet steadily, declined since the beginning of the new millennium. In 2002 In , 2003 In , and 2004 .9% of applicants were identified as being too disabled. By 2011 and 2012, this figure decreased to 1.5%.
At a glance, this 0.4% decline may not appear very noteworthy; however, a 0.4% decrease from 1.9% represents a 21.1% reduction (i.e., 0.4% divided by 1.9%) in the overall percentage of people being denied services due to the severity of their disability. Although this may not be the complete elimination of denials some advocates may wish for, it represents a continuing trend toward fuller inclusion within the community. That, in and of itself, should give some people with disabilities hope.
This raises the question of why fewer people are being denied services. Is it because fewer applicants with severe disabilities are applying for services? And if so, why? Are schools, for example, becoming reluctant to refer students with severe disabilities to VR? The data presented here indicated this was not the case. In 2002, 6.6% of the denied group was referred to VR by high schools. By 2012, this figure increased to 11.3%-suggesting that schools are becoming more likely to refer students with significant and multiple disabilities for adult services. Perhaps the decrease in denials was the result of VR counselors believing that everyone, regardless of their disabilities, can become employed. Additional research will need to explore this issue.
So who are these individuals who are considered too disabled to benefit from vocational services? Based on the data presented here, the vast majority (91.5%) had either physical or cognitive impairments. Specifically, from 2002 to 2012, 40.9% of the applicants denied services had physical disabilities, while 50.6% had cognitive impairments. The remaining 8.5% had sensory or communication impairments. Interestingly, the proportion of these populations changed substantially over time. The percentage of applicants denied services who had physical disabilities declined by 9.1%, while the percentage who had cognitive impairments increased by 8.0%, suggesting VR counselors are becoming more likely to see individuals with physical disabilities as being able to benefit from services, while seeing individuals with cognitive impairments as less likely. Or perhaps newer assistive technology is now making it more possible for individuals with physical disabilities to perform vocational tasks than 10 years ago.
In addition, most individuals (57.2%) who were denied services had multiple disabilities. Moreover, as time went on, they accounted for larger proportions of the group as a whole. In 2002 In , 2003 In , and 2004 , an average of 54.8% of the too disabled population had multiple disabilities; by 2010, 2011, and 2012 , this proportion increased to 60.7%.
In addition to having cognitive impairments and multiple disabilities, a greater proportion of individuals who were denied services were being referred by high schools or themselves. As previously indicated, the percentage of the denied group who were referred by high schools rose by 4.0%, while self-referrals rose by 3.7%. Furthermore, the proportion of unemployed students who were denied services increased by 2.7%. This is disheartening given the substantial efforts to increase the number of students with disabilities who are transitioned from school to work. The rate at which applicants were denied services due to the severity of their disability varied widely from state to state. At 4.3% of referrals, Ohio was the most likely to deny services due to severity of disability. Massachusetts and Nebraska were the least likely (0.1% of all referrals). In many states, progress is being made. Washington State, for instance, had the greatest decline (−3.1%). In Maine, however, the rates of denials increased by 1.9%. Yet, as with the national trend as a whole, most states were decreasing the number of people deemed too disabled to benefit from services. Out of the 50 U.S states and the District of Columbia, only 13 had increased the percentage of people being denied services because of their disabilities; 34 decreased, and 4 remained unchanged.
Perhaps the most puzzling aspect of the data presented here is that 8.3% of VR's applicants who were denied services because their disabilities were too severe were already employed at the time they applied for services. In fact, 5.3% of the denied were employed in their communities without support. At first consideration, this appeared to be a coding error where VR counselors misentered data. However, the fact that this occurrence was so widespread throughout all the states and consistent from year to year suggests there must be some other explanation.
It is possible the applicants who were employed held very entry-level positions (e.g., cleaning the lobby at McDonald's) and that they applied to VR so they could obtain a more demanding job (e.g., cook, cashier, manager). In these cases, VR counselors might have denied services because they believed the applicants would not be able to obtain these new positions due to the severity of their disabilities. However, this is merely speculation. Additional research will need to explain this phenomenon as well.
As an exploratory study, the research presented here has several limitations and leaves many unanswered questions. For instance, this study did not examine specific disabilities, so it is unclear as to whether individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) or intellectual disability (ID) are more or less likely to be declared too disabled. Moreover, the present study did not examine potential reasons for why the reported changes occurred. Consequently, we are unable to determine whether VR counselors are more likely to deny services if an individual has a cognitive deficit or behavioral issues. Knowing these answers would enable transition specialists in high schools to better prepare students for their future.
This study also did not collect data on statewide policies or practices. As a result, we cannot ascertain whether policy directives, such as Employment First, or specific trainings received by VR counselors affect rates of denials. Such information would be extremely valuable to the field.
Finally, it should be noted that this study only examined applicants to VR. It is, therefore, unclear whether other funding sources, such as state agencies for developmental disabilities or mental health, are also denying services because of the severity of an applicant's disability. Additional research will need to investigate these possibilities as well.
Conclusion
The data presented here found that, while some individuals are still being denied services because of the nature of their disabilities, progress is being made. Fewer individuals are being deemed "too disabled" to benefit from services. Yet, many questions still remain. For example, what specific disabilities are being considered too disabled and why? What makes one state deny services to 5.0% of applicants while another state does not deny any? Does state directive make a difference or is it the training VR counselors receive? Only when we have a better understanding of these issues, we will be able to truly move forward from the tired argument of whether or not people with severe disabilities can learn vocational skills. And only then will all people be able to reap the benefits from working in their communities.
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